Archaeology's Renaissance man takes a new plunge--into the topic that made him leave a life of literature for a "$10-a-day" life CREDIT: J. BOHANNON/SCIENCE NISSI BAY, CYPRUS--For the operator of the bungee jump here at the Olympic Lagoon Resort, it is a strange request. The Cypriot Department of Antiquities wants him to give a ride to a visiting American academic. A tall man in khaki trousers, Albert Ammerman steps over the coiled bungee cord and joins the operator in the metal cage. The crane hoists them 60 meters over the bay--the point at which most passengers are bound at the ankles and dive screaming into the air--and then Ammerman has the crane pivot farther, dangling the cage above the bone-white escarpment flanking the resort. Here Ammerman pulls out a camera and snaps shots of the land below.
In the late 1960s, Ammerman says he and a like-minded group of "young turks" believed in a theory called "indigenism," which held that crops were domesticated all over Europe by the people living there. The theory was wrong, Ammerman soon realized. But in searching for evidence to support it, he acquired a deep understanding of the continent's prehistoric landscape. According to Andrew Moore, an archaeologist at the Rochester Institute of Technology in New York state, Ammerman had "a knack for finding sites in areas that others had not thought worthy of exploration." Ammerman demonstrated that the earliest signs of agriculture didn't overlap with late hunter-gatherer sites, and this was key evidence for a theory contrary to indigenism--the view that agriculture swept across Europe in a rapid revolution, imported by newcomers. But it would be nearly 2 decades before Moore and others proved definitively that Europe's crop plants were domesticated in the Near East.
To find evidence of a farmer mass-migration, Ammerman crossed disciplines again. While he was in Italy in the late 1960s, he teamed up with Luca Cavalli-Sforza, a geneticist now at Stanford University in Palo Alto, California, who was studying human migrations. "Theirs was the first collaboration between an archaeologist and a geneticist to put together two totally distinct forms of scientific knowledge," says Moore. Ammerman mapped out the location of the earliest known appearances of agriculture across Europe, while Cavalli-Sforza analyzed samples of blood from people living in Europe today, gauging genetic differences by comparing mutations in the genes for blood proteins.
When they compared notes, a striking pattern emerged. Agriculture appeared steadily later the farther west they looked, and the degree of genetic difference between populations also grew steadily greater. "The best explanation for those patterns is that agricultural people moved into Europe from the east, displacing and mixing with hunter-gatherers as they went," says Ammerman. By correlating geographic and genetic distance, the duo calculated the rate of the spread of agriculture across Europe at roughly 1 kilometer per year. "It created an entirely new field of archaeology," says Curtis Runnels, an archaeologist at Boston University in Massachusetts. But staying out of the mainstream has often required Ammerman to work "as the proverbial army of one," says Terrenato, stringing together small grants to do field work either alone or in small collaborations. Unlike colleagues at big research universities with troops of graduate students, Ammerman drifted between universities in Italy and settled at a small liberal arts college, Colgate University in Hamilton, New York. But if he has an underdog reputation, Ammerman is sanguine about it. "Piccolo è bello," he says--small is beautiful.
Neolithic redux
In 2004, Ammerman spent a year as a Fulbright senior scholar in Cyprus. He was attracted to an archaeological mystery on the island.
Ammerman and Cavalli-Sforza's rate of 1 kilometer per year for the spread of agriculture works well on the European mainland, but the picture is confusing along the Mediterranean coast. Cyprus, as the first big island off the Near Eastern coast, partly visible from mountains in Turkey, should have been colonized by farmers relatively early. To get there, however, they would have needed boats to traverse 60 kilometers of open water, and evidence for ancient seafaring in the Mediterranean is scant.
Within the past decade, Edgar Peltenburg, an archaeologist at the University of Edinburgh, U.K., has pushed the date of Cypriot occupation back to 8200 B.C.E., making it one of the earliest arrivals of agriculture from the Near East. The discovery implies that seafaring technology must have been available by then, says Ammerman, and it also creates a paradox. "In a world of boats, agriculture should have spread far more quickly around the Mediterranean than on the mainland." But the opposite is true. Traveling west, the next big island, Crete, is only days away by boat, but farmers do not seem to have left their mark there until 7000 B.C.E. The toe of Italy seems to have been foreign to farming until 1000 years after that. "What took them so long?" Ammerman wonders.
A few months after arriving at Cyprus, Ammerman was strolling along the Aeolianite bluff at Nissi Bay when he saw something that stopped him in his tracks. He picked up a small, chipped stone and turned it over in his hand. It was a tool from before the Neolithic
